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The Paradox of German-American Assimilation’

The experience of German immigrants in America has been a paradoxi-
cal one. Despite contemporary census reports and public opinion surveys
which record the survival of some distinctive ethnic traits among persons of
German ancestry, despite scattered rural areas and urban pockets where
traces of German roots remain evident, most Americans would agree with
Andrew Greeley that "if ever an American ethnic group vanished, it is the
Germans."™ Yet German-Americans once possessed one of the most visible,
complex, and vital of American ethnic cultures, and nourished a strong
ethos of separatism. How did so highly structured and sophisticated an
ethnic culture disappear so completely? This article will briefly consider the
historiography of this issue and its implications for current conceptual
models of immigrant assimilation.

Early scholars did not perceive this paradox. For Faust, Fairchild,
Wittke, assimilation was the normal fate of any immigrant group, Germans
included. Though Faust noted that Germans were "tenacious of their social
customs and principles of living," he also observed that their assimilation
was "rapid almost to a fault."” But if Germans were assimilating so rapidly,
why did they provoke the fierce anti-Germanism of the World War | pe-
riod? John Hawgood attempted to confront this problem by arguing that
the theoretically normal course of German assimilation had been "some-
what abruptly checked" in the 1850s by American nativism which "at a cru-
cial period in their (the Germans’] development as an immigrant people,
lessened their will to cooperate in American life, and tended to produce
what became known as the hyphenated or German-American." Only the
trauma of the First World War, Hawgood argued, shook loose the hyphen
and brought about the delayed "completion of the Americanization of the
German stock.This interpretation still finds wide currency,” despite Haw-
good's failure to take into account widespread evidence for German assimi-
lation even in the pre-World War | period and despite subsequent scholar-
ship that has made it clear that ethnic cultural defense of the type found
among the Germans has been by no pieans abnormal among American eth-
nic groups.
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By contrast, Heinz Kloss, writing at the same time as Hawgood in the
1930s, perceived that assimilation was proceeding apace even in the late
nineteenth-century heyday of organized Deutschtum. He argued that such
ethnic loss was an inevitable consequence of the size and heterogeneity of
German settlements. These attributes nourished first generation communal
strength but equally insured long-term Americanization by fostering fac-
tionalism, multiplying contacts with the native-born, weakening unified
leadership, and provoking nativist attack. The crisis which this created
within German-American communities by the end of the century has been
documented more recently by such scholars as Frederick Luebke, Guido
Dobbert, and Philip Gleason." Their work suggests that as halting immi-
gration, suburbanization, and second-generation assimilation weakened the
bonds of German community, the more recent lower-middle-class immi-
grants who dominated German organizational life embarked upon an
almost pathological search for an issue to rally numbers behind some insti-
tutional focus, which they found first in opposition to prohibition, then in
wartime pro-Germanism. When this somewhat artificial German cultural
revival collided with renewed American cultural aggressiveness, the out-
come only hastened and completed a community disintegration that was
already well underway.

What makes this process of cultural disintegration paradoxical—
assuming that this interpretation of the German-American experience is
correct—is the current state of theory interpreting the immigrant experience
in America. The so-called "ghetto model" of the emergence of ethnic cul-
ture, worked out by progressive-era social scientists and poetically recast
for historians by Oscar Handlin, describes a process whereby impoverished
peasants, upon exclusion from American society, formed their own com-
munities to serve as psychological buttresses against the disorder and
anomie of slum life and as economic and political bases for movement up
and out of the ghetto and into the American mainstream.* But how then to
explain the emergence of ethnic culture among a group like the Germans
bound together neither by common peasant origins nor common poverty?
The ghetto model postulates an almost inevitable assimilation; but efforts to
replace or supplement it with one better able to account for the only too evi-
dent survival of ethnic distinctiveness in contemporary American society
tend to leave the Germans in an equally paradoxical position. Milton
Gordon, in his widely cited explanation for the durability of ethnicity,
maintains that ethnicity has survived despite acculturation (or behavioral
adaptation) because structural assimilation (or integration into the primary
networks of nonethnic society) has not occurred for many members of
many groups.” This implies that ethnicity could be expected to survive as
long as there are communal settlements and institutions which bind group
members to one another. Adopting this reasoning, Andrew Greeley has
argued that only a catastrophe the size of World War | could destroy so
deeply institutionalized an ethnic culture as that which the German-
Americans had created.*® Yet the German evidence suggests that this as-
sumed link between community strength and resistance to assimilation was
by no means so straightforward as such theory implies. A brief enumeration
of some distinctive characteristics of German-American communities—
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particularly urban ones—as they emerge from recent historical research,
underlines this paradox which the German experience appears to pose."

Preeminent among these German community characteristics is the famil-
iar immigrant organizational life, which in the German case included from
the outset cultural, social, and political associations, as well as the mutual
benefit and religious organizations more common to the early stages of im-
migrant settlement in America. This can probably be better understood as a
direct transfer of the Vereinswesen developing at the time in the homeland
than as an innovative adaptation to the breakdown of the primary com-
munity in America, the more usual interpretation.

This Vereinswesen rested upon a second typical attribute, an unusually
diverse occupational structure. Particularly in the large midwestern cities
where Germans were found in numbers on all but the highest rungs of the
economic ladder, they represented a microcosm of an urban society and not
just a segment of it—a microcosm sufficiently varied to support an elab-
orate set of organizations and for a time to retain even the most urbanized
and successful within the bonds of the ethnic culture.

Thirdly, not only class but also dialect and religion differentiated Ger-
man community members from one another, although such internal differ-
ences have been more frequently deduced from their political and institu-
tional consequences than directly documented. Little is yet known about the
selective attraction of different communities in America for persons from
different areas of Germany or about variations in the regional and religious
composition of the various German-American urban communities.

Fourthly, Germans by the middle of the nineteenth century exhibited
some of the strongest patterns of residential clustering recorded for any
American ethnic group, despite a wide spectrum of occupations and rent-
paying abilities that theoretically should have encouraged residential scatter
in the era before mass transit. Such residential propinquity permitted ready
access to community institutions, maximal use of German, and an easy,
natural sense of community. But it is also clear that these residential clusters
were dispersing rapidly by 1910 if not earlier.

A fifth characteristic was the factionalism that diversity entailed, fac-
tionalism which at least had the advantage of focusing interest on common
personalities and issues and thereby creating a sense of participation in a
vital and complete community. But without institutionalized ways of chan-
neling factionalism into community decision-making (i.e., without political
autonomy), such a community remained amorphous, its interests difficult
to define to outsiders, its members difficult to mobilize as a voting bloc.

A final common feature was a commitment to certain cultural interests
centering around aspects of community life shared by all factions and alien
to Yankee culture—a relaxed and enjoyable Sunday, a glass of beer, the
sanctity of the traditional home, pride in things German. The best indica-
tion of the strength of these interests in defining the limits of the consensual
community can be found in German voting patterns, with their lack of una-
nimity except when such interests were attacked; these same records also
provide some of the strongest evidence for community division when sub-
group rather than ethnic cultural interests were more salient.

While the scattered studies from which | have derived these characteris-
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tics are insufficient to firmly document an urban German community type
distinct from that of any other group, they do seem to delineate an immi-
grant community quite different from the stereotypical immigrant ghetto,
with a degree of diversity and institutional completeness sufficiently high to
secure for newcomers a social environment similar in many ways to that
which they might have encountered in a contemporary city in the father-
land. Members shared enough to give the community a single external iden-
tity based more on culture than on class or primary association. Primary
loyalties within the community could be given to family, church, and other
sub-groups without precluding recognition of membership in a broader
German community which appears to have existed very early. Presumably
such a heterogeneous and neighborhood-based cultural community eased
initial accommodation to American life by providing needed services within
an insulated environment, simplifying individual choices and cushioning
contact with the outside world in ways not possible in the community
postulated by the ghetto model.

In Gordon's terms, this would seem to imply retarded acculturation and,
by extension, retarded assimilation, yet this is evidently not what occurred.
Although much of the rapid Americanization noted by contemporaries un-
doubtedly went no further than loss of language and other forms of accul-
turation, declining membership in ethnic associations must have been mir-
rored by the kind of increasing interaction with old stock Americans that
meant an important step toward assimilation. Germans also seem to have
felt that acculturation, particularly language loss, left them peculiarly
vulnerable to full community dissolution, since culture rather than common
interest was their only bond. Yet not even the most tightly structured com-
munity could eliminate the contact that brought cultural change—in
schools, on the job, in politics, through the spread of mass popular culture.
As members gradually acquired American values and behavior, German
organizations themselves subtly changed and became first German-
American, then fully American. A ghetto demands movement beyond its
bounds, institutional as well as physical, to confirm assimilation; but in the
large German settlements, the community itself could assimilate with its
members. During the transitional period, the relatively high status of Ger-
man culture may have permitted a kind of bi-culturalism, as essentially
assimilated persons moved back and forth between German and non-ethnic
cultures, adopting at will the behavior of either—or even assimilation with
only partial acculturation—possibilities not considered by most theory.
This ended when war and prohibition raised the stakes of biculturalism too
high, and in any case American culture subsequently co-opted stances that
had previously served to define the boundaries of much of German culture.
As the external signs of a clearly defining culture disappeared, so too did an
ethnicity whose only base was culture. Had it been linked more strongly to
a single class or a common predicament, it might have survived longer.*»

I am thus suggesting that ethnicity defined by common culture rather
than common interest may explain how community strength could lead to
deethnicization rather than to the ethnic maintenance postulated by
assimilation theory. There is increasing realization among scholars that ac-
culturation proceeds differentially in different areas of behavior and belief,
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that American society itself has not upheld a single standard of behavior for
acculturation, and that considerable residues of ethnic culture remain
among socially assimilated individuals. David Schneider has postulated a
process of change in the very basis of ethnic identity itself, a "desocializa-
tion" of ethnic groups as they lose structural significance and become
transmuted into "primarily cultural-symbolic groups."s Ethnicity so de-
fined in cultural terms—presumably the product of parallel but independent
transmission within families without the imposition of the disappearing
structured ethnic community—at some further point may or may not re-
crystallize into the more formal solidarity of an interest group vis-a-vis
other elements of society. Such a recrystallization, however, has thus far
not occurred in the German case and shows little sign of doing so.

Much of the argument which 1lhave tried to briefly sketch will remain
hypothetical without further research. Let me conclude by suggesting
several problem areas which lregard as most critical. Central is the neces-
sity of comparing German settlements in a variety of cities over longer time
periods to avoid the problem of generalizing from single case studies of
Milwaukee, Cincinnati, or any other community. If data were collected
systematically for a variety of communities on such measures as residential
segregation, occupational structure, types and membership in ethnic
organizations, ethnic newspaper circulation, political voting and office-
holding, intermarriage, etc., and related to variables descriptive of the
broader urban setting, a typology could be constructed that would help
determine the relative roles of size, priority of settlement, economic
heterogeneity, the development of a high as well as a folk ethnic culture and
so on in the emergence and survival of German ethnic communities. It
would also encourage systematic comparison with the experience of other
ethnic groups.

Of course, large numbers of Germans made their adaptation to America
in settlements where they were a small minority, and others chose to "pass"
as individuals rather than to move with the group. Thus estimates are also
needed of the numbers and characteristics of those who did and did not
identify with the ethnic community over time, a research strategy that could
also provide a test of the thesis of second-generation disaffiliation. The rela-
tionship between the institutional and the residential communities in the
city—between those who belonged to German organizations and those who
resided in German neighborhoods—also needs probing. There have been
few attempts even to estimate proportions of the German urban population
resident in ethnically concentrated, mixed, or dispersed settings at single
points in time, let alone estimations of changes over time. Migration
choices—from Germany to America, from one community in America to
another, even from one part of a city to another—have also received little
attention, yet played an obvious role in community formation and survival
or dissolution.

So far | have not referred to rural settlements. This omission reflects the
minimal concern for rural history among historians in general and of the
German immigration particularly.” Yet if a real German culture has sur-
vived anywhere, it is in the densely German rural areas of the midwest and
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plains states. There is evidence that not only the religious base of many of
these settlements but also a relatively successful adaptation of German
customs of family farm operation and inter-generational land transfer
played a large role in maintaining such communities, an issue that deserves
more research. Among the many other unanswered questions concerning
the rural adaptation process is the rate and direction of the out-migration
necessitated by unusually high birth rates and structural changes in
American agriculture, and its resulting role in forming urban German
cultures.

Part of the distinctiveness of German-American history lies in the
strength of its high culture. Nevertheless, it is regrettable that so much more
attention has been given to the Vereinsdeutschen than to the more
numerous Kirchendeutschen or to what one might call the Kneipen-
deutschen. Only recently, under the influence of newer conceptions of
church history, has there been much attempt to approach religion, for ex-
ample, from a social history viewpoint as an adaptive agent. German
utilization of labor organizations, political machinery, schools, etc. could
be approached within a similar conceptual framework. The patterns of
leadership recruitment and changing German perceptions of the function of
ethnicity itself likewise require careful documentation.

My final point concerns the measurement of assimilation itself. It would
seem obvious to consider not only the distance travelled toward the host so-
ciety but distance travelled from the culture of the homeland. Historians are
increasingly distancing themselves from Handlin's conception of an unvary-
ing peasant culture with uniform consequences for American adjustment,”
but few treatments of Germans pay much attention to the cultural milieu
which produced them. Too often the easy compatibility of German and
American values is assumed,” despite evidence to suggest, for example,
rather different family values, and despite the frequent German-Yankee
conflict over cultural rather than structural or power-related issues.

Finally, concern for German cultural backgrounds should require
greater sensitivity to regional and class differences in nineteenth-century
Germany, and more systematic attention to the German backgrounds of
immigrants in any given American setting, which, I realize, involves diffi-
cult problems of data linkage. But it also offers the challenge of comparing
the fates of immigrants not just against native contemporaries as is the pres-
ent practice, but also against their own individual points of departure and
against the fate they might have expected had they either remained in their
home area or migrated elsewhere in Germany. Such a matched comparison
should permit a measure of migration effectiveness on the individual level
as well as a conceptually more satisfying index of the cultural change which
constitutes Americanization.

Such research strategies should illuminate not only the process of Ger-
man assimilation but our understanding of the immigration experience
more generally. For if the paradox | have posed is real, then its resolution
will come not through the rewriting of German-American history, but by
adjusting our conceptual models of assimilation and acculturation so that
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they can more satisfactorily interpret the case of this largest of immigrant
groups than is presently the case.

University of Chicago
Chicago, Illinois
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